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White
Good evening.  You don’t need scary headlines to understand that losing your sight is a frightening and disorientating process.  It’s not just the obvious sense of loss but the fact that there’s so much to re-learn – how to move about safely; how to do the simplest household tasks like making a cup of tea; caring for your house and your appearance.  This is how it felt for Bob Potter when he suddenly lost his sight.

Potter
Having lost the sight I wasn’t quite sure what happened next and I also had the awful embarrassment of the consultant when he was telling me, he said oh we can register you blind now.  And I said fine, okay.  And he registered me blind and that was it, so I was more ushered out and I just didn’t know what was happening next really.  I had a car parked outside, for example, and I was still thinking up until then I’ll be able to drive soon and I suddenly realised I wouldn’t be driving again.  And that meant I was losing my job.  Then I just wondered how do I get around?  I was told at some point a local charity who had the contract with the council would come out and do an assessment.  The woman that came round actually left me a white stick and I thought that was it.  I thought it was down to myself to train myself and I think she gave me a white stick just to use round the house on the initial period and for a various reasons they didn’t come rushing back to pick up where they left me off.  And I just had a go with the white stick and I got round the house quite okay.

White
Did you get any mobility training?

Potter
I did but it was about a year and a half later.

White
Many people do end up doing all of these things highly successfully but none of it’s obvious.  For the past 50 years or so an increasing amount of this teaching has been done by local authorities’ social services departments but a report from the RNIB now claims that over the past eight years the number of visually impaired people receiving rehabilitation has fallen by over 40%, at a time when the numbers of people losing their sight has continued to rise – around 23,000 a year.  

So in tonight’s programme we’re examining these claims.  Why it’s happening and who should be picking up the slack.  Philip Connelly is the RNIB’s campaigns officer and co-author of this report.

Connelly
Well it’s extremely serious.  The number of people, blind and partially sighted people, who’ve ceased to receive help are around about 25,000, this is in the period 2005/6-2012/13, so it’s a very alarming fall and this greatly exceeds the fall in the number of people with other disabilities.

White
Why is it happening, is this just about money?

Connelly
No, the trend, Peter, it’s a recession, a lot of this is also to do with the cultural understanding of the challenges of being blind and partially sighted.  The questions in the Fair Access to Care Service Assessment, which determine whether you’re going to get social care, are very much biased towards physical disabilities.  So, for example, they ask:  Can you go to the toilet?  Not: Can you find a toilet in another building?  They ask: Can you dress yourself?  Not whether your clothes match and there’s any stains on them.  They ask:  Can you prepare a meal, can you feed yourself?  Yes but how easy is it to chop or prepare food or to know whether something’s in the sell by date.

White
So you don’t think this is just about money, you think it is about a way blind and partially sighted people are perceived?

Connelly
I think there is an issue that policy makers think all blind and partially sighted are as well-adjusted as David Blunkett but this is also about money.  The trend has actually got worse since the coalition government came into place and with the councils ratcheting up their eligibility criteria to substantial and critical it means that many people who were formerly receiving support because they had moderate needs will probably in 2015 cease to get this.

White
What effect is this having at the moment?

Connelly
Well it does mean that at the time of diagnosis when people should be getting prompt and appropriate help people aren’t getting it.  And we do know that if people don’t get support with mobility, the emotional challenges and difficulties that they experience, if they don’t get support with daily activities like cooking or cleaning, often people can become very depressed and the isolation sets in and the depression gets worse.  And what we need is to get that support into people quickly to help people rebuild their lives quickly.

White
Local authorities haven’t always picked up the whole responsibility for rehabilitation have they, I mean there’s been a network of voluntary organisations for blind people across the country and the RNIB itself used to run a number of residential and more local rehabilitation centres, isn’t it time perhaps when people stop producing endless reports, telling other people how to do things, and concentrated more on providing direct services themselves – that’s where we are, isn’t it, in economic terms?

Connelly
Well it is true that there is support provided elsewhere in the voluntary sector, in friends and family, in social networks and these are all welcome but what this report addresses is statutory funded support which should be universal and it should be of a same standard throughout the country.  And there is a care bill going through parliament and this report is orientated towards encouraging people to contact their MPs, express their concerns and endorse the recommendations in the report and ask the MPs to act when this care bill appears before parliament…

White
Are you saying this care bill has got provisions that would solve this problem?

Connelly
It would make a big difference certainly.  It’s a once in a generation opportunity the care bill presents.  There is consultation at the moment on a new legal framework for the FACS Assessment and there will be a new FACS Assessment too.

White
FACS is Fair Access to Care isn’t it.

Connelly
That’s right and that’s the assessment that assesses eligibility for council funded social care.

White
Right.  You know money is scarce what do you think should happen, which is actually politically viable?

Connelly
There is evidence that tells us that this is a preventative process and that if we can get support to people early it stops their needs becoming acute and then having a more expensive call on the local authority.  So there is an economic case for getting that support into people and early and indeed there’s actually a case for redirecting money from the NHS, which is what the government are doing, into providing that social care.

White
Should your role be to do more rather than tell more people what to do?

Connelly
Well I think it’s got to be both.  I work in the campaigns department, our focus is on the politicians but we also need to have a kind of Plan B as well, we need to be actually saying how do we strengthen those social networks, how do we strengthen the volunteering, how do we give people access to services of all kinds and support of all kinds?

White
Philip Connelly.

According to the RNIB’s figures Northamptonshire is the local authority with the lowest ratio of help to need – over 19,000 people with sight loss, one rehabilitation officer.  The county’s voluntary associations say that they’ve been trying to pick up the tab.  John Wood, himself visually impaired, told Lee Kumutat what effect this has all been having on the demand for their services.

Wood
The uptake in services in the year to March 2013 compared to March 2012 was 142% increase, we did 700 calls and visits in the previous year and the last full year went up to 1692 – nearly a thousand more visits.

Kumutat
What kinds of things are you doing for people that they can’t receive from the local authority?

Wood
We provide the services where people aren’t eligible under the FACS criteria.  In other words in Northamptonshire people are only eligible if they meet critical and higher substantial.  Northamptonshire splits substantial into higher and lower.  We’re providing services for anybody who doesn’t meet the critical or higher substantial or even if they do where the services they want can be provided by a non-qualified rehabilitation officer.

Kumutat
What sort of things are you helping people with?

Wood
Mainly preventing trips, falls and accidents in the home.  Lighting is a very key element we find with so many people.  We then look at colour contrasts, tactile surfaces.  Just to give an example, in kitchens I’m sure most people appreciate the average kitchen the light is in the ceiling in the centre, when you’re working on your work surface you’re blocking the light from what you’re doing, so we suggest to people put a little strip light either under the high level unit or on the wall so you’re illuminating what you’re doing.

Kumutat
And what are people telling you is happening when they do contact Northamptonshire County Council?

Wood
Two recent ones – one is somebody who was registered six months ago who are still waiting for a call from the county council, they still haven’t heard anything after six months.  There is between a four and a six month waiting list for long cane training, that can only be provided by the rehabilitation officer.  What we are very keen to try and find – and we haven’t managed to find it yet – but is there training available, a bit like the old mobility officer, training that will help people to be able to assist with long cane, making sure somebody who can use – somebody’s is trained to use the long cane that doesn’t mean they’ve got to go through the whole training to become a qualified rehabilitation officer.  That’s going to take far too long, the need we have is quite urgent.

Kumutat
So is it your view then or your organisation’s view that some of these services, like, for example, long cane training, have been over-professionalised, that it actually isn’t that difficult for someone to come and learn how to teach a visually impaired person to use a long cane?

Wood
No, I think the person needs to – anybody who’s going to teach somebody how to use it must be trained properly but that is just one element of the training to be a rehabilitation officer.  What we think is that it would be better if a larger number of people were trained how to dispense, how to teach people to use long canes where the rehabilitation officer can then concentrate on the more high level, more critical, areas but people who are trained specifically in the area of long cane could actually deal with the great demand there is – we’re finding it in our area – for people who want to use a long cane.  Not that they shouldn’t be trained, they must be trained properly, but they don’t need to be fully trained rehabilitation officers.  There are in the region of 19,000 visually impaired people in Northamptonshire at the moment, by 2020 that’s going to be nearly twenty six and a half thousand people and by 2025 nearly 32,000 people.  The training needs to be there now so that services are available to meet the increased number of people, there needs to be more rehabilitation officers not the situation that seems to be happening nationally – less.

White
John Wood.  

Well we asked Northamptonshire County Council about the amount of rehab they were being able to offer, this is what they told us in a statement:

Statement
The low number of rehabilitation officers has been raised with us but there has not been a waiting list for the rehabilitation officer and the feedback from customers has been consistently high, so the need for more provision has not yet emerged as a significant issue.  It’s worth noting that as well as the rehabilitation officer our care provider also has equipment officers that are trained in simple low level support.  However, we are continuing to monitor the situation to ensure that visually impaired people in the county are not adversely impacted.

White
So what can be done to improve this situation?  I’ve been talking to the Care and Support Minister, Norman Lamb, about his reaction to the RNIB’s report.

Lamb
I welcome the report, first of all, because I think it highlights a concern about what appears to be a disproportionate impact on people who are blind or partially sighted.  And of course getting this information, this insight, into the public domain enables us to seek to try to address the concerns that have been raised.

White
But the suggestion is that the way the eligibility criteria are interpreted, as far as visually impaired people are concerned, just doesn’t take account of the reality of visual problems, that it’s more geared now towards physical movement so that visually impaired people are having their needs assessed as either moderate or low.

Lamb
Well that’s something that I certainly want to explore further and I’m very keen to work with the RNIB on that.  What’s clear also from their report is that the picture is quite variable around the country.  There are some areas where the decline in the number of people accessing services has been far greater.  We do know that with tough local authority budgets over quite a long period of time, going back 10 years, I think their report looked at the period since 2005/6, a lot of local authorities have tightened the eligibility criteria…

White
And will tighten them more won’t they because you can’t escape that your own government’s tightening has got even more of a strangle hold so things are going to get worse aren’t they?

Lamb
Well first of all I acknowledge that this has been something that’s been going on for a number of years and it crosses both governments but nonetheless I absolutely recognise that the financial position is tight and therefore it does require local authorities to look afresh at how they can provide services more effectively, more efficiently.  And we know that some authorities have been more effective than others at doing that.  But also the government has recognised that the tight overall local government settlement needs to be addressed so far as social care is concerned.  So over this parliament we’ve provided an extra £7.2 billion for social care and in 2015/16 we’ve announced, through the spending review, that we will create £3.8 billion pooled integration budget.  This is, in effect, a way of trying to bring health and care much closer together.  We know that often we don’t spend the money in the most effective way and there are great silos between healthcare and social care and my great ambition, as someone who believe fundamentally in joining up services much more effectively, is that we can use this pooled budget to really get local areas – local authorities and local clinical commissioning groups – to join forces to create much more joined up care and to make better use of the money that’s available.

White
But if there’s a lack of understanding of what the implications of visual impairment are and the criteria are wrong more money won’t necessarily solve the problem?

Lamb
Well no I accept that as well and that’s why I’m keen to work with RNIB to seek to understand better whether the interpretation of disability and interpretation of impairment is having a disproportionate effect on blind and partially sighted people.  The evidence from this report appears to suggest that blind and partially sighted people are losing out disproportionately and I want to explore that further to make sure that we get this right.

White
So can you give any hope that actually resources – greater resources – could be directed towards visually impaired people and their needs?

Lamb
Well I think first of all this £3.8 billion pooled budget gives real hope and it’s been met with a lot of enthusiasm across both health and social care, it means that in a way it gives us an opportunity to shift investment from what I call the repair end – when everything’s gone wrong and people need to be sorted out – to a greater investment in preventing ill health, preventing a deterioration of condition.  And my ambition in the longer term is to move towards an assessment of eligibility which is a bit more sophisticated, which aims to provide some support much earlier on to help people build their own capacity, build their family’s capacity to cope better, rather than in a way saying go away, become more disabled and we might help you when that happens.  And I’ve been very clear with officials that I want us to get to a position where we first of all very much encourage local authorities to focus on preventing deterioration and indeed our care bill, which is the biggest reform of care law for 60 years, is much more focused on a central principle of wellbeing.  Local authorities will have to focus on an individual’s wellbeing, their happiness, their quality of life.  And if we can do that, if we can get local authorities to think in that way, focusing more on preventing deterioration, then I think it does provide genuine hope for blind and partially sighted people, as well as other people with disability.

White
Care and Support Minister Norman Lamb.

Well one thing we were constantly told when trying to authenticate the report’s findings was that people didn’t want to talk about it.  Well I have to say that’s never been my experience of our In Touch audience in the past.  If you’ve got issues with services, on losing your sight, particularly recent ones, we’d like to hear your stories – good or bad.  You can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after tonight’s programme, you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk and there’ll be more information on our website plus a download of tonight’s programme.  From me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye.


